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If your 20-year-old self could see you now, what would he think?

That I should have thought a little more about my choice of tattoos.

—Dave Grohl, musician, Financial Times Magazine, 30/31 January 2021
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FLOWERS

phyto

Phuton is “that which grows; a plant,” and phyto (the u sharpening to give a “fie” sound) is the prefix that indicates a relation to plants. As in phytography, the description of plants, and phytographer, an expert in or writer on this field. There’s also phytoscopic, caused by the sight of them. If, for example, seeing a flower makes you vomit, then it has had a phytoscopic effect on you. (Although the word is more commonly used to describe the situation when a caterpillar changes colour to match the surrounding vegetation.)

Tatts and time

My mental response, particularly to tattoos that I don’t like, is, ‘That’ll never come off, you know.” I changed my thoughts, or perhaps my perspective, on this, when last year I saw a surfing/literary contact sharing online images of her large, back-covering tatts of delicate cherry blossom, along with a comment to the effect that the ink was only as permanent as the span of her remaining, already adult, life. Looked at one way, the indelible markings, like the blossom, and the person, are transient. It depends on how you are conceiving of time.

At around the same time that I saw this Japanese-influenced decoration, I was reading Hiroshima, John Hersey’s long reportage on the bombing. The New Yorker magazine received his piece and decided, for the first time, to dedicate the whole of one issue to the story, rather than serializing it. Thirty thousand words appeared on 31st August 1946, with Penguin in the UK bringing out the text as a book the same year. In it, Hersey finds and follows the stories of six residents of the city, tracking each person from their position on the morning of 6th August 1945 through the course of their day, and the aftermath.

It’s a strange book, detached in tone, giving each character’s details without particularly entering into their internal worlds or their feelings. The story builds as Hersey combines his six witnesses’ accounts in a cubist manner, presenting all these from his later, researcher’s vantage point. He ends with a description of one son’s nightmares, drawing attention to the child’s unsophisticated, surface interpretation of events. But part of the book’s power lies in the fact that everyone’s reactions and interpretations were unsophisticated, utterly uncomprehending. His characters do not know what in the world has just happened to them. They are left, leaderless, to wander round the devastated city, with only rumour and visceral experience to guide them.

And no-one, faced with this new, unleashed weaponry, is entirely sure what’s happening. The U.S. has the technology to inflict the bombing. But with the first atomic weapon testing having taken place less than a month before, there are gaps in their knowledge, too. Hersey explains, “Long before the American public had been told, most of the scientists and lots of non-scientists in Japan” knew the details of the bombs. While such information was still subject to security in the U.S., Japanese scientists marshaled their knowledge and had it “printed and mimeographed and bound into little books,” which circulated and proliferated. That’s a volume I would be interested in seeing: a samizdat atom bomb explainer in Japanese.

I’d picked up Hersey’s book in the second-hand bookshop, hoping that it might contain information on an aspect of the story that I was vaguely aware of. This is, the idea that the bomb blast had caused some sort of photographic imaging onto the very concrete of the city, that a shadow-puppet picture of Hiroshima at the moment of its annihilation remained. And his book does mention this, but not exactly as I expected. Hersey explains that the story I was looking for was just that, an urban, or urban destruction, myth. The bomb had indeed been so bright that in some places it had illuminated an object and at the same time caused the shadow that this object cast to remain marked on the ground. “A few vague human silhuettes were found, and these gave rise to stories that eventually included fancy and precise details,” such as that a shadow image persisted, fixed onto a wall, of a painter dipping his brush into a paint can; or the dark outline of a cart man about to whip his horse. But these are just “one story [. . .] another,” says Hersey. It’s not as true as had been rumoured, that the atom bomb inflicted this uncanny form of photography. There’s a gap, between the story of the image, and the real markings made by light.

Bluets and bayonets

Hersey gives more credence to another form of marking, though, when he describes some of the dreadful injuries among survivors: “the burns had made patterns—of undershirt straps and suspenders, and, on the skin of some women (since white repelled the heat from the bomb and dark clothes absorbed it and conducted it to the skin), the shapes of flowers they had had on their kimonos.”

Hersey’s book is shocking not just in these awful details, but by his very calmness, his ability to tell the story in measured, sober words. This happened, these people made it through that day and the subsequent ones, they could tell their accounts. Life went on. And we keep reading. The setting, the city, began its regrowth immediately, as Hersey reports:

Weeds already hid the ashes, and wild flowers were in bloom among the city’s bones. Everywhere were bluets and Spanish bayonets, goose-foot, morning glories and day lilies, the hairyfruited bean, purslane and clotbur and sesame and panic grass and feverfew. [. . .] It actually seemed as if a load of sickle-senna seed had been dropped along with the bomb.

On flower with corpses

With this destruction, and strange flowering, Hersey is in a good literary tradition. Aeschylus, in his Agamemnon, written in the fifth century BC, has the sea flowering with the corpses of men. What’s this war reportage that Aeschylus is making an artwork out of; what’s the story? The Greeks have won the war at Troy, at last, by means of their secret, innovative equipment, and can finally leave the war zone. Agamemnon, king of Argos and leader of all the Greeks, is coming home, preceded by a herald who brings the news. The audience sees this herald telling the Argive chorus that although Agamemnon is indeed just on his way, there were problems for the rest of his army: many of them, after enduring all the troubles at Troy, were nonetheless drowned in a huge storm which struck the returning flotilla. The herald’s own ship survived, and in the morning he surveyed the damage. He reports this in a sentence (lines 658–660) that has been variously translated over the last couple of hundred years. Here are four versions of it:
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J. S. Blackie, 1850:


And when the shining sun

Shone forth again, we see the Ægean tide

Strewn with the purple blossoms of the dead,

And wrecks of shattered ships.



Robert Browning, 1889:


And, when returned the brilliant light of Helios

We view the Aigaian sea on flower with corpses

Of men Achaian and with naval ravage.



Anna Swanwick, 1886:


And when uprose the sun's fair light, behold,

The Ægean sea with flowerage overstrewn,—

Corpses of Grecian men and wrecks of ships.



Philip Vellacott, 1956:


The bright sun beamed—we saw

The Aegean flowering thick with faces of dead Greeks

And scraps of wrecks.



Because the sentence has such imagery, and such translations, I went to look at the original ancient Greek text. There are two particular words from the lines that interest me: anthoun, which means “flourishing” and is the word that tells what state the Aegean sea was in; and ereipiois, “wreckages,” one of the items connected to this flourishing (in Greek, ἀνθοῦν and ἐρειπίοις). It takes a bit of construing, here. But just cling onto the ideas, of anthoun and ereipiois, flowering and wrecks, as I’ll be returning to those.

The skeleton, framework, of the sentence is: in the morning light we saw the Aegean sea. What was the sea doing? It was anthoun, “flourishing, abounding.” And it was abounding with two things: wreckages (ereipiois) of a nautical sort, and corpses (nekrois). Corpses are easy. Wreckage, rather more complex.

Ereipiois, the wreckages, is a form of the noun that means “a fallen ruin, a wreck,” and it derives from the verb ereipo, which has a broader set of meanings. It can be an active verb, to throw or dash down, to cast down (as in, “some God casts them down,” Sophocles, Antigone, line 596). It can be passive: for a wall to be thrown down, or for thunder to be hurled down by Zeus. Then, it can be an intransitive verb, with no object, particularly in Homer’s Iliad: a warrior falls to his knees; a tree falls from its root. There are no cases in the lexicon about flowers scattering and falling, ruined, from the tree. Thinking of a Japanese haiku school of poetry, one might expect to see fallen petals as a sign of mortality. But that doesn’t seem to happen in the Greek.

So the implications of ereipo, verb and associated noun, are of ruins less delicate than blossoms: fallen buildings, wrecked soldiers, blasted trees. And all these types of ruin can be found, they coincide, in the flotsam described by Agamemnon’s herald. (Flotsam: wreckage found floating, while jetsam is goods thrown overboard [or, jettisoned], that then might be washed ashore.) He’s talking of planks, which were trees, before their felling, and then were the dwellings and vehicles of men; now they are broken, cast-down bits, next to the corpses. The word, along with the scene the herald describes, is a confluence of references and allusions.

Then, the straightforward meaning of the herald’s word anthoun is that the sea was blooming. It’s the participle of the verb meaning “to blossom or bloom, to be bright.” What is the herald describing? An expanse of water, with dead bodies rising up all over the surface, in the same way that flowers poke up their colourful heads all over a meadow. But strangely it’s a word that is also used “of the youthful beard,” referring, I guess, to how the new stubble pokes through the skin of a man’s face. And to the “bloom of youth”—all ideas of freshness, new growth, a pretty appearance that attests to health and attractiveness, vitality.

In a slightly less concrete sense, the verb antheo also means “to flourish, thrive, be at the pitch or full extent.” The dead Achaeans (=Greeks) are, some of them, young men who are finally victorious in Troy: they are flourishing, until a sudden reversal of fortune. Then they re-bloom like flowers, in this awful necronautical inversion of the metaphor.

It’s a dense sentence from Aeschylus’ herald, but a good one, moving in word order from “morning” to “we saw” to “blossoming” to “wrecks.” End on a downer. It’s something I’m going to trace in this book: newness, vision, flowers, blasted trees. Proto, photo, phyto, nitro.

Under the stones, the sand

Writing earlier than Hersey in Hiroshima, but not by much, is another man who’s trying to establish a record of what went on in the past. What civilization was there and what violence; what happened to the people.

It’s the British archaeologist Leonard Woolley, writing two Penguin books on his excavations at Ur. This is, the home of the biblical Abraham (the proto-patriarch), in southern Mesopotamia, where the Sumerian civilization ebbed and flowed over several millennia. In 1854 the British Museum, noting bumps and traces under the desert, supported some investigation for a couple of years, and round the turn of the century, more preliminary work was undertaken. Then a vexing want of pence, explains Woolley, delayed the diggings, but in 1922 he was appointed director of a new Joint Expedition (with the University of Pennsylvania), and the results were spectacular: tombs, grave treasures, temples including the Great Ziggurat. From the layout of a whole city down to the smallest earring, Woolley and his teams unearthed a vast amount of material. But as he’s at pains to point out, the objects, though magnificent in themselves, are only the means through which one can understand the structure, habits, and beliefs of the past, can make it coherent.

And the method? He dug down, sinking great shafts, and noted how the items that he found varied according to position: something deeper than something else would usually be older. A grave underneath another must have been put there first; pottery from layers below would be of an older style. And underlying all this was a huge stratum of fine river mud, giving solid—mud-solid—proof of the biblical flood. In a pre-carbon dating era, none of the discoveries gave proof of absolute ages. What the layers over layers did give, however, is a sense of sequence; they allowed Woolley to calibrate different eras, to understand how they aligned with or succeeded others. At the simple end of the scale this might be done by seeing how the design of burnt bricks changed, as new residents with new cultural influences arrived in the area. Sometimes more sophisticated items of comparison were used, such as temple records that listed the figures in a dynasty and gave dates, which allowed for matching against other sources of information.

I like this indication from Woolley on how to proceed: dig down, arrange your items, even if they appear to be in an unlikely location, then examine, compare, and match them until you can build a wider understanding. Until you can see the whole field, work out where you’re standing.

On air

In his generalist book Digging up the Past (1930), Woolley gives a brief overview as to the why and how of archaeology, and explains that sudden destruction (as from a “conveniently adjacent volcano,” or, failing that, from sacking and burning) is good, because it preserves so well. There is also much to learn from slower methods, the gradual accretion of time, rubbish, land. Even if people take no deliberate action towards a site, it will not remain as it was; byproducts or side-results of their other activity will still have an impact, and nature will do its thing, too.

Plants in particular carry out this work of preserving, and Woolley gives the example of a central London site:

I remember how, when the L.C.C. cleared the slum area where Bush House stands to-day, the heaps of broken brickwork and loose mortar were in the following year entirely hidden by a mass of purple willow-herb, and people used to take bus rides down the Strand just for the pleasure of looking over the high hoarding at this miracle of wild flowers. That happened in the space of a few months; had the ‘island site’ been left undisturbed for as many years, coarse turf would have covered the mounds and the ruins of Booksellers’ Row would have been buried like those of Silchester. And if this can happen in the heart of London, how much more so in the country, where Nature fights at close range?

(The L.C.C. is the London County Council, the metropolitan authority at the time, and Silchester is a preserved Roman camp, in Hampshire.) It’s a nice image from Woolley. One would think that he mentions Bush House because of its radio connection, its fame as the home of the B.B.C.’s World Service, as his book is based on a series of six talks that he gave for the B.B.C. But this isn’t, in fact, the prompt: Digging up the Past was written in 1930, well before the transmitters were ever there, on the rubble-and-flowers site. Construction on BVSH HOVSE, as its portico carving proclaims itself, began in 1925 and lasted a decade; it wasn’t until 1940 that the B.B.C. set up camp there, only removing in 2012. And the name doesn’t derive from plant-loving, (or, shrub-happy, phytophilous) builders, but from the American industrialist Irving T. Bush, whose project it was. So it wasn’t transmission of radio waves over the air that drew Woolley’s attention to Bush House, but the seeds of plants, disseminated over the building sites of London on the breeze (or deposited there by birds), re-establishing their hold.

Her ribbons and her bows
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